




Woke Wash Behaviors

Questioning Brand Hypocrisy 
in Social Media





Printed by:
Grafische Werkstatt 
der Hochschule Anhalt

2020



Department of Design - MAID
Master of Arts in Integrated 
Design

Advisors:
Dr. Sandra Giegler
Prof. Mito Mihelic

Student:
Mariana Yepes

August, 2020







Acknowledgments

To my parents and grandparents for their unconditional 
love and support from so far away.

To Miguel for always bringing the best out of me and 
keeping me sane during this journey.

To Aida for helping me find amazing ideas. 

To Müjgan for inspiring me to never give up fighting 
against the patriarchy and social injustices.  

To my friends from MAID and COOP, for their support, 
knowledge, and all the amazing memories.

Finally to my advisors, Sandra and Mito, for their pa-
tience and guidance in the whole process. 





Abstract

Nowadays some of the main tools for communication are social 
media platforms. Not only are people using these platforms to 
talk with friends or share photos, but in the last years, they have 
also become tools to spread awareness about social and political 
issues and give people space to criticize and fight against social 
injustice. Apps like Instagram and Twitter are often positively used 
to spread awareness, but in a time in which social involvement is 
a big driver for customer loyalty, they have also allowed brands to 
take advantage of concerned consumers. Accordingly, with my re-
search, I want to approach the concept of woke-washing by which 
companies use marketing strategies to join social conversation 
and intentionally mislead consumers by presenting their brands 
as more socially conscious than they actually are. I thus inquire if 
through design, can I create spaces that encourage people to iden-
tify, reflect upon, and discuss brand hypocrisy on social issues. 

The aim of this thesis is to understand how woke washing emerg-
es, develops, and is involved with contexts such as marketing 
strategies and social media. Then at the base of my analysis, I 
establish a group of guidelines that highlight which brand activism 
behaviors fall into woke washing. I then proceed to test them with 
multiple brands that have marketing strategies directly related to 
social issues and are promoted through social media platforms. 
I finally design a pack of tools that give exposure to the topic of 
woke washing and at the same time facilitate questioning and 
discussion of social injustice topics. 

As the result of this project I propose the design of an app that in-
troduces its users to explore the concept of woke washing, encour-
ages them to use tools like stickers to express ideas about social 
issues, allows them to share and discuss their thoughts within a 
community with similar concerns, and hopefully inspire them to 
continue being woke. 
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Everyone is an activist 
in social media

I consider myself to be an active user of social media platforms, 
especially Instagram. One of the aspects that draws me more 
towards using social media is that they serve as a platform for 
social movements to develop and for people and brands to give 
their opinions and stances. I consider myself a feminist; I consume 
feminist information in social media, I engage more with feminist 
brands and am drawn strongly towards feminist discourse.

 I am also particularly interested in other issues such as en-
vironmental concerns, LGBT movements and racial issues, 
an even if I don’t directly take part on the discussion of these 
issues I have close friends and relatives that are directly affect-
ed by the. In 2019, the gay pride was remarkably trending on 
social media and in the whole world; many people close to me 
including classmates, colleagues and friends all over the world 
were participating in the demonstrations and actively taking 
part of the support of the movement. It was very surprising to 
me that it began trending out of the blue and I started to notice 
advertising from many big and small companies showing their 
support for Pride. Years before, I had noticed this type of be-
havior but more focused towards environmental issues, where 
brands would create advertisements or promote products 
that patronized them. I also observed the many reactions that 
sprouted from these behaviors; anger, happiness, indifference 
which finally led me to question the brands and what they were 
doing. Why do brands fall in these behaviors? Are they being 
honest with their consumers? What consequences do these be-
haviors have? Do they do any good to the movements? Are they 
in any way detrimental to the movements?
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 Through my research I learned that what brands were doing 
all this time was called “Greenwashing”. This basically refers to 
when companies use misleading information to promote their 
brand as environmentally friendly so as to persuade consumers 
to buy their products.

This definition seems very familiar to what brands are doing 
nowadays with social issues, which led to question whether there 
was term for this. And there is. It’s called “Woke Washing”.

Images:  Instagram accounts @hm, @ismorbo,  @ rosario_sas, @joanieclothing,
@swatch, @nafnafcol,@ popsugar, @uniquevintage, @monki @ voguethailand, 
@chaoticcosmetics, @planetadelibros
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Why Woke Washing?

Research question

Woke washing refers to when brands support social issues 
as a marketing strategy. Given my interest in social issues, I 
am also concerned with brands who try to support them. But 
I want to also question how relevant are the actions of these 
brands, how truthful are the statements they share and how 
can we as users help or spark discussion about relevant social 
topics without letting them drown in the ocean of today’s 
social media information.

How might I, through design,
create spaces that encourage 
people to identify, reflect upon, 
and discuss brand hypocrisy on 
social issues?
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Theoretical 
Framework

2
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In 2016, the hashtag #wokewashing started to appear in many 
different publications on Twitter, one of the first persons to use 
it was Jason Rathod. In his tweet, Jason shared an article about 
how Democrats in the United States accepted money from big 
companies that weren’t 100% coherent with the values of the 
political movement. Since then, the concept of woke washing 
has been used in social media to boycott companies that have 
a hypocritical behavior regarding their social campaigns and 
marketing strategies. In the last years the definition of woke 
washing has taken different meanings depending of the con-
text and framework, even if it’s clear that in general the term is 
directly related to the brand hypocrisy, it’s also important to be 
aware that the details and point of view can change according 
to who is talking about it. For example in the news media, like 
the newspaper The Guardian, the term woke washing is defined 
as a cynical behavior of the companies that use the ideals of the 
people to create marketing campaigns to hide their unethical 
records (Jones 2019).

Image: taken from twitter account @jasonrathod
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However from the marketing point of view, woke washing hap-
pens when the companies are perceived as inauthentic because 
their values and practices as a brand are not directly coherent 
with their massage in their marketing strategies (Vredenburg et 
al. 2018). In marketing, woke washing  is seen as a consequence 
of  the bad use of Brand Activism, a marketing strategy that 
promotes the use of social issue statements as a way to increase 
consumer loyalty, but they fail because their values don’t match 
with the statements that they saying in their campaigns. Other 
points of view consider woke washing as the unethical essence 
of capitalism itself,  people like Clara Palmisano, a writer for the 
website Venice diplomatic society defines it as “the appropria-
tion of ethical and progressive values as a form of advertising 
just to make more profit while hiding the dark side of conven-
tional capitalistic business management.”(Palmisano 2019). In-
side of the different points of view, most of the time, the issues 
that the brands speak about are also social and political issues 
that have an actual relevance in social media like feminism, 
racial discrimination, LGTBQ+, or mental health problems.
 
It’s clear that the term can have different postures and defini-
tions depending on where you look at it from. In order to un-
derstand the landscape of the term in the last years, I decided 
to research the main aspects that are related to woke washing. 
Doing this I also believe is possible to find other patterns and 
issues that can also be related with the topic. 

 Woke and washing

I want to begin with the basics by defining the word “woke”; 
according to Merriam-Webster dictionary “woke” refers to 
being aware, special in cases of social injustice issues and 
racism (“Woke” 2017). This term comes from an Afro American 
context, and their historical fights against racism. Many authors 
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have mentioned the term across history, like J. Saunders Red-
ding in his 1942 article “Negro Digest”,  William Melvin Kelley in 
his 1962 article for New York times “If You’re Woke You Dig It”, 
the writer Barry Beckham in his 1972 play “Garvey Lives!” with 
the famous line “I been sleeping all my life. And now that Mr. 
Garvey done woke me up, I’m gon stay woke. And I’m gon’ help 
him wake up other black folk” or the artist Erykah Badu with 
the song “Master Teacher” with the line “I stay woke”.

The use of the term started to become relevant in social me-
dia after the Black Lives Matter movement that was created to 
protest against police brutality and racism especially of young 
Afro American citizens (Mirzaei 2019). With the hashtags like 
#staywoke #woke or # wokness this term started to be used 
not only under the anti-racism label but also within other social 
and political contexts like sexual harassment movements and 
fights for immigrants and refugees’ rights (Mirzaei 2019).

Even though woke was used to raise awareness in this social 
movements, the massive interaction in social media led to the 
growth of a new space where criticism and discussion had a 
place against the loss of creativity and meaning inside the activ-
ist community. According to Kashana Cauley, an opinion writer 
for different medias like The New York Times, in her article for 
Believer magazine “Word: Woke” the word had a mass adoption, 
and now it works as a confirmation of expected progressive 
political beliefs, left out the idea that to being woke is necessary 
a continuous work. 

Cauley also explains that “the dilution of the meaning of woke-
ness has left the word open to attack”. Now the term is used as a 
sarcastic and pejorative word, targeting the ones who call them-
selves woke as naive or hypocritical (Cauley 2019). An example 
of this statement are some definitions of the term that appear 
in the pop culture website urbandictionary.com, a dictionary 
that publishes the most popular meanings of slang English 
words. One of the top definitions of woke are “The act of being 
very pretentious about how much you care about a social issue” 
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or  “A word currently used to describe “consciousness” and be-
ing aware of the truth behind things “the man” doesn’t want you 
to know i.e. classicism, racism, and any other social injustices. 
The term comes from a genuine place but is becoming overused. 
People mainly use it to sound like deep thinkers when they are 
really just following a trend.” Even though these definitions are 
not official, they show how the meaning has changed.

Another example of  the new woke movement 
perception is in the tv series BoJack Horseman, 
in the 4th episode from season 5 called “BoJack 
the Feminist” the main character takes a stand 
for a feminist issue by mistake in a show, how-
ever after being applauded by the audience, he 
decides to keep making the stance. This is also 
a clear criticism about how “being woke” started 
to lose its original meaning.

Image:  BoJack Horseman show (2018)
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Washing, according to the Macmillan Dictionary refers as “used 
with adjectives, nouns and verbs to describe the activity of 
making something seem as if it has certain qualities when in 
fact this may not be completely true”. The term has been used to 
describe the behavior of brands, organizations or public figures 
that lie or are unclear about their stance and actions regarding 
mostly social, political or environmental topics. This actions 
take place especially in advertising, marketing strategies and 
social media. Some examples include Greenwashing, when 
companies lie or are ambiguous about their environmental 
actions, Sharewashing, when brands claim that their business is 
motivated by sharing and not only making profits or Leanwash-
ing, when in a campaign to promote a food related product it is 
made to look healthier than it actually is.

The combination of the word woke and the special context of 
the word washing really make sense to the definition that the 
phenomenon has. Woke itself after being overused and taking 
part of a trend in the social media lost its originally powerful 
meaning, and even though in some cases it is still relevant, its 
final perception is now directly related with superficiality and 
mainstream media. And the washing relates to the corporate 
part that supports this superficiality and perpetuates the trivi-
alization of woke washing.

The term of washing as a context 
for brand lies
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Brand Activism

In the era of globalization and mass communication, the com-
petition between brands is bigger than ever and constantly 
increasing. In the world of marketing, it isn’t enough to sell a 
product with only performance and pricing. Nowadays con-
sumers look for brands that offer more than a buying expe-
rience, they look for a real connection that shares values and 
exceeds expectations (Barton et al. 2018). Before the “woke” 
movement and social media development, companies used 
to follow the CSR business model to regulate their impact in 
society, however this was usually driven as an inside decision 
rather than a marketing strategy. In 2018 the Edelman Earned 
Brand and Accenture Strategy, two international service com-
panies, published their own statements about new ways for 
brands to improve their relationship with their consumers. 
Even though they both conducted different research, they had 
similar conclusions such as how consumers prefer brands that 
share the same values as them. Additionally, the same year; 
Christian Sarkar and Philip Kolter, two experts in marketing, 
published the book “Brand Activism: From Purpose to Ac-
tion”. In their book they discuss a new marketing strategy that 
establishes how in a competitive market brands have to show 
more than performance characteristics of products, and start 
to take a stance on relevant social issues

Companies analyzing their own behaviors and the impact they 
have in society is not a new practice. Since 2001, the busi-

Why are brands trying to be woke?

Corporate Social Responsibility or CSR:
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ness model called Corporate Social Responsibility or CSR has 
been implemented inside big brands all around the world. 
According to the author James Chen, in the blog Investopedia, 
Corporate Social Responsibility is a “self- regulating business 
model” where companies try to improve the impact they have 
in society. This impact includes social, economic and environ-
mental issues. The main point of this model is make compa-
nies start to develop strategies that change their negative 
influence into a positive one. According to Chan the company 
practices tend to fall only into environment actions, however 
this also depends on the current practices of the brands and 
the impact they want to achieve.

Chen also explains in the article that one of the main points 
of CSR is to improve the relationship between the company 
and employees. The main idea of CSR is that the company 
operates in ways where the improvement of society is an 
important goal, and in order to achieve it they create inside 
programs like volunteering, donations and other actions that 
directly benefit society.

The concept of CSR is simple, if the community wins the 
company wins, if the company makes positive contributions 
and improves their relationship, they will have a meaningful 
connection with the community and, in the case of big compa-
nies, with the world (Chen 2020).

Another interesting point that Chan discusses in the article 
are the guidelines created by ISO to standardize this business 
model. In 2010 the International Organization for standard-
ization (ISO) published a guide called ISO 26000 in order 
to advise the companies that wanted to implement the CSR 
model inside their business, however these guidelines focus 
more on qualitative behaviors and cannot be certified. The 
reason is that because of the nature of the CSR values, social 
and environmental behaviors are difficult to measure, making 
the guide different from other standards programs that ISO 
has (Chen 2020).
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Edelman Research

Edelman conducted a survey that was carried out in 8 coun-
tries. The main goal was to study the new consumer’s pref-
erences and establish new possible ways of improvement for 
Brand in order to increase their relationship with their custom-
ers (Ries and Bersoff 2018).

In the final results, Edelman highlights that customers now ex-
pect from companies to take the initiative and start to promote 
changes that help society instead of waiting for the government 
to do it. People believe in brands to “answer their call” and 
take action on social issues. The research report also highlights 
the rise of the concept of “Belief-Driven Buyer”, a new type of 
consumer that makes their buying decisions based on the stand 
and actions that brands have regarding social issues. According 
to the report, more than half of the customers were tagged in 
this category, making it an important aspect to consider during 
the buying experience. Finally, Edelman suggests three main 
concepts to follow in order to have a relevant stand. The first 
one is Purpose, where the brand has to justify why it exists and 
what is their purpose inside society. The second one is Culture 
where the brand has to be aware of the relevant issues that are 
currently affecting people. The last one is Activism, where the 
brand confronts a relevant issue that affects their public with 
the purpose of creating awareness and meaningful actions (Ries 
and Bersoff 2018).
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It is easier for people to get
 brands to address social 

problems than to get 
government to take action

67%65%

bought a brand for the first 
time because of its position 

on a controversial issue

will not buy a brand because it 
stayed silent on an issue it had 

an obligation to address

Brazil, China, France, Germany, 
India, Japan, the U.K. and the U.S.

Brands have better ideas 
for solving our country’s 

problems than government

Brands should make it easier 
for me to see what their values 

and positions on important
 issues are when I am about 

to make a purchase

Brands can do more to solve 
social ills than government

1 2

Percent who agree

People are 
belief-driven buyers in

54%

46%

60%

53%

The research was 
made in 8 markets 

All the statistics are taken from the 2018 report “brands take a stand” by 
the American public relations and marketing consultancy firm, Edelman.
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Accenture Strategy Research

The research done by Accenture focuses on why it is important 
that brands become purpose-led. In their report they explain 
that consumers are not only selecting the products because of 
the quality or prices, they are also doing so according to the 
brand image and their actions. The report shows that more than 
half of the consumers expect companies to take a real stance in 
social issues that affect them directly or that they have a special 
interest in, this result is similar to what Edelman Earned brand 
concluded with their research. In the Accenture Research they 
also establish that with this new interest there is a big oppor-
tunity for brands to improve the relationship with their public 
and also make profit. According with the survey, what attracts 
more than the half of consumers to buy some brands are show-
ing of a great culture and credibility, how transparent they are, 
the good treatment with their employees and the demonstra-
tions of authentic,  however Accenture also highlights that it’s 
important to have a clear communication and keep on track 
to avoid been perceived as false or hypocrite, because if this 
happen, almost the half of the consumers express that they will 
not buy the brand anymore and sometimes eliminate it from 
their buying consideration. Finally they suggest 3 guidelines to 
help to establish a successful purpose, the first one is to show 
humanity and create emotional connections with their peo-
ple, this can be achieved  by having an active communication 
and taking responsibility when a mistake has been made . The 
second principle is to be clear and authentic, focus on one social 
issue that matches with the company values and make sense 
with the brands behavior. Finally the third principle is to be cre-
ative and rethink engagement models to improve programs and 
create innovation that help the social issue (Barton et al. 2018). 
As a final conclusion the report claims that if the brand stands 
for something more meaningful than the product or service, 
with decisive actions and statements, they have a better chance 
to improve their relationship with consumers, thus creating a 
community with an engaged and loyal public. 
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50%50%

What attracts you to buy from certain 
brands over others?

The brand has a great culture—it 
does what it says it will do and 

delivers on its promises

of consumers want companies 
to standup for the issues they 

arepassionate about.

of consumers think
 transparency is one of a brand’s 

mostattractive qualities.

The brand supports and
acts upon causes we have in 

common (e.g. social charitable)

They stand up for societal
and cultural issues they

believe in.

The brand has ethical values
and demonstrates authenticity

in everything it does

The company treats its
employees well

The brand stands for something 
bigger than just the products and 
services it sells, which aligns with 

my personal values

62% 66%

52%

 (beyond price and quality)

66% 65%

62%

All the statistics are taken from the 2018 report “To Affinity
and Beyond” by the leading global professional services firm,  Accenture.
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The concept of Brand Activism

In the book “Brand Activism: From Purpose to Action”, Christian 
Sarkar and Philip Kolter, define Brand Activism as an market-
ing strategy where brands make an effort to fight, promote, or 
solve complex and urgent issues that the society is facing in the 
actuality. They explain that a brand can create an activist plan 
and point out that this concept is the evolution of the previous 
business model; Corporate Social Responsibility. Following 
Brand Activism, the brand shouldn’t focus only on actions with-
in the company, but they also have to establish communication 
with their customers, share their progressive values and make 
statements about social issues they care about. The authors 
also highlight the importance of brands focusing on actions and 
not only marketing their words.

Sakar and Kolter explain that Brand Activism shares the char-
acteristics of traditional activism, and it can be regressive or 
progressive as well. The concept of regression happens when 
companies implement policies or do actions that negative-
ly affect communities or the society. For example, a Tabaco 
company supporting political campaigns that plan to change or 
avoid government restrictions in their products. On the other 
hand the concept of progression focuses on the positive actions 
that companies can do, such improving working conditions or 
helping communities affected by diverse social issues (Sarkar 
and Kotler n.d.).

Brand Activism is also defined as a value-driven strategy, this 
means that the values that companies should share have to 
explain the purpose of the brand and show how it will support 
society. To help brands to define this values Sarkar and Kotler 
share six categories or areas of purpose which are: legal activ-
ism, business activism, economic activism, political activism, 
environmental activism and social activism, the last one touch-
es topics that are nowadays relevant like gender issues, LGTB 
rights, racism and age discrimination (Sarkar and Kotler n.d.).
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The famous referent - Patagonia Inc

One of the most relevant brands that Sakar and Kolter mention 
in their book is Patagonia. It is an American clothing company 
founded by Yvon Chouinard 47 years ago. They specialize in 
outdoor clothing, and describe themselves as an activist brand 
that fights for environmental conservation and establishes pro-
gressive policies for their workers (“Patagonia, Inc.” 2020).

Some projects that make the brand an example of Brand Activism 
are the campaigns where they protect American national monu-
ments and environmental public lands. For example “The ref-
uge” is a short film sponsored by Patagonia that talks about the 
Gwich’in, a Canadian- American indigenous community that fight 
to protect their land and future against the government policies 
and other companies that attempt to take their territories.

Patagonia has also recently launched a campaign by the name of 
“Bears Ears National Monument”. Via a landing page they invite 
people to sign a petition and protest against illegal actions that 
the US President Donald Trump is trying to do to reduce the 
sizes of the natural parks and indigenous reserves.

Images: taken from eu.patagonia.com/de/en/activism/
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Is possible to see that The Accenture Research, The Edelman 
Research, and the book of Brand Activism, share similar ideas. 
They agree that brands now, more than ever, have to be aware 
of what is happening in society and start to actively participate 
to support their communities. This is significant because it 
gives brands an opportunity to make a real positive impact in 
society and at the same time develop meaningful connections 
with their consumers. However, it is also important to high-
light that the main idea of these strategies is still to function 
as a business model. This means that their goal is to increase 
consumer loyalty and add extra value that differentiates their 
product or service from others; in other words to increase their 
profits. This is important for brands to be aware of, considering 
that making changes in their social and environmental practic-
es, usually also means making sacrifices in terms of time and 
money. Consequently at the end if a brand wants to start to use 
these activist strategies, they will have to decide how much they 
are ready to sacrifice in order to follow their progressive values. 
Of course it depends of the situation, context, social issue, and 
the brand itself, and it is important to know that even though 
this new marketing-activist strategies open the possibilities for 
brands to make real changes and help vulnerable communities, 
they also create a space where brand can take advantage of 
trendy issues and make superficial campaigns that don’t help 
and create false perception of social issues.
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Millennials and Social Media

In the book “Brand Activism: From Purpose to Action” Kot-
ler and Sarkar established millennials as the main target for 
brand activism. Millennials are the generation that was born 
between 1981 and 1996. This group is particularly demanding 
with brands as they are more interested in brands that show 
concern about current social situations and are not only profit 
driven (Sarkar and Kotler n.d.).

In 2015, the site Elite Dailly and the consulting firm Millennial 
Branding published a research called   “The Millennial Con-
sumer’’. In this study, they found new consumer behaviors, 
expectations, likes and dislikes from millennial (“The Millennial 
Consumer Study” 2015). They concluded that millennials have 
different buying priorities compared to previous generations. 
For example the majority of the people that participated in 
the survey showed more interest in buying a smartphone than 
renting one, or renting a house and living with roommates than 
buying their own. In terms of Brand loyalty, the quality of the 
product, the customer experience and the contributions that 
a brand makes to society are the most important aspects. The 
study showed that 75% of the millennials agree that it is very 
important for them that the company is making something good 
for society rather than just working towards profit. The study 
also shows that they are usually engaged in social issues.

The study also concluded that Millennials expect engagement 
in social media from brands. 62% said that they would proba-
bly become a loyal customer if a brand engages them in their 
social media. They are ready to engage with brands, but not 
without the brand showing authenticity.

 Who is interested in Woke Brands?
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Social media is the main platform where brand activism adver-
tising happens. According to Laura Caveney, one of the reasons 
for this is that millenials spend hours of their day interacting 
on social media platforms. It is therefore crucial for brands 
to have social media accounts that allow them to have direct 
interaction with their customers.

Caveney also states that at least 85% of millennials have a 
smartphone which allows them to constantly be online. She 
also explained that having an app, website or being present on 
social channels is essential for brands to have success in this 
generation’s markets.

The buying experience and decision making have evolved 
with in social media and are becoming crucial in the millen-
nial market as discussed with the previous studies. However, 
social media is not only an improvement of the buying experi-
ence, it has also become a crucial network to promote brand 
activism and CSR campaigns. This digital media is also crucial 
to improve the engagement and measure the perception and 
interaction with a Brand.

 Where are these types of campaigns 
developing?

“If you want to connect with millennials, then 
you’re going to have to rethink the way you adver-
tise and market your product to them. Instead of 
traditional advertising, which they ignore, brands 
have to publish authentic content as a way of 
building trust and loyalty with this extremely 
important and influential demographic.”

Dan Schawbel, founder of Millennial Branding and New 
York Times bestselling author of Promote Yourself
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Opinion and Frameworks

After thorough research of the current discussion surrounding 
woke washing, I have observed that in general many authors 
share similar opinions and agree that woke washing is directly 
related with brand hypocrisy or inauthenticity. However, after 
further review, it is possible to observe that the explanation of 
this phenomenon falls in three different frameworks. The un-
ethical practices of brands, Woke washing as a failure of brand 
activism, and if capitalism can be woke.

 Woke washing: the unethical practices 
of brands

When woke washing started to be relevant in social media 
at the middle of 2018, media articles started to talk about it 
specially about campaigns that had scandalous reactions or had 
undesired reactions from the users. One of the main newspa-
pers that talked about woke washing was The Guardian; from 
2016 the newspaper started to publish articles where the 
authors pointed out the scandals and unethical behavior of 
the brands with environmental topics (Watson 2016). Then in 
2017 they published articles talking about controversial videos 
that companies like Gillette published, questioning the brand’s 
behaviors before launching the campaigns (Topping, Lyons, and 
Weaver 2019). After Woke Washing became trendy, the guard-
ian also started to publish new articles discussing controversial 
advertising using the term. For example Owen Jones in his ar-
ticle “Woke-washing: how brands are cashing in on the culture 
wars” listed brands that were falling into woke washing practic-
es and how important it was or not for them to really support 
social issues. They also point out that companies should also 
be clear in their role and their intention, and that they should 
focus more in acting rather than talking (Jones 2019). In anoth-
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er article of The Guardian, they also state that if the primary 
intention of the social justice marketing campaign is profit and 
not actually to contribute to a cause, companies are just ex-
ploiting these issues as a way to advertise. Another interesting 
point that they talk about is the importance of companies to be 
coherent with their actions; they should avoid hurting a cause 
to later just try and hide their harm by showing support. The 
Guardian also identified that brands are just using progressive 
values and social activism dynamics as an advertising strategy, 
covering their lazy, hypocritical and toxic behavior. However, 
apart from this critical opinion, they also point out that brands 
are nowadays more and more aware about their behavior, so 
not everything is negative; it is also a possibility for brands to 
improve their behaviors and truly support social initiatives.

From the point of view of marketing, the situation is less radi-
cal. According to the non-for-profit media outlet “The Conver-
sation”; before brand activism, companies avoided engaging in 
social conversation over fears of losing potential customers. But 
this has changed in the last year as it can be observed in the El-
demer survey. People engage more with brands that have social 
stances, and companies are noticing this. However, according 
to the authors from “The Conversation”, even when consumers 
expect brands to take a social stance, in many cases they still 
don’t trump the companies behind the brand. If brands make 
any kind of mistake and start misappropriating social issues 
they can expect a reaction from their community as it might be 
perceived as woke washing. They label woke washing as when 
brands are perceived as inauthentic because their practices 
and values are not very clear, therefore transmitting confusing 
messages. In the article it’s also discussed that brands should 
not stop trying to “do good” just because of the fear of backlash, 
and the ones that are being silent should fell encouraged to 

Woke washing: as a failure of 
brand activism
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Clara Palmisano has a more critical approach to the issue. She 
focuses more on the ethics around corporate activism and 
the relationship between social issues and capitalism. In her 
article “What is Woke Washing?”, she questions the involvement 
of corporations in political conversation and the possibility 
to have socially conscious capitalism with authentic work to 
achieve social justice. Palmisano also states that a brand’s past 
has to be examined, and that brands cannot simply wash their 
past unethical behaviors with trendy superficial wokeness. She 
states that to lose the tag of inauthenticity, brands should actu-
ally support vulnerable communities, stop making short action 
plans and start making long term plans to tackle the issues. 
Palmisano later questions if it really is “socially conscious capi-
talism” and if companies really are interests in working against 
social injustice. She states that woke washing comes from the 
skepticism of consumers about socially conscious marketing 
strategies and that it evolved from Greenwashing.

Katherine Anne Lee, writer at “The Numerologist”, expresses a 
similar point of view in an article titled “What Is Woke Wash-
ing? And Should You Be Worried?” She explains the conse-
quences of lying to customers, and argues that if all the resourc-
es brands spend pretending to be woke were actually invested 
in genuine activism, positive impact could be achieved. She also 
states that consumers should stop expecting companies to be 

 Woke washing: can capitalism be woke?

highlight what they do and use as marketing strategies.
From this point of view, marketing does not try to punish the 
brand for trying to activism. They in turn focus more on how 
they can be successful while joining social conversation and 
avoiding being perceived as woke washing. Marketing high-
lights how this is a good opportunity to create meaningful 
relationships with clients, and try to advice companies on being 
coherent with their values and being aware of the risks to en-
sure a proper perception (Vredenburg et al. 2018).
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woke and take matters in their own hands. Instead of buying 
product from fake brands, we could start investing ourselves 
in the fight for social justice. Finally, she agrees with Palmisano 
that a brand creating an ambiguous woke image does not cover 
the unethical behaviors from their past.

In 2019 Sjo Schütt, a design student from Design Academy 
Eindhoven, presented her short film called The Woke Wash 
Agency. In her project, she questions the new trend in which 
brands use social issues and movements as a marketing strate-
gy. In her film, with a sarcastic tone and stop-motion graphics, a 
male voice explains the function of a fictional agency and shows 
how this agency could make a brand a social conscience role 
model. The video starts by explaining that if a brand shows the 
same values as their consumers, they will become more loyal 
and thus, increasing the company profits. The video presents 

The woke wash agency

Image: taken from vimeo.com/367414674
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some tips to become “woke” like being Queer friendly, showing 
interest on the environment, or just picking any social issue 
randomly. Later in the film, this “agency” lists their steps to 
make a woke marketing campaign.

They begin by choosing a trending “woke” topic and contacting 
a celebrity or influencer to voice their opinion. They then select 
an upbeat song, a memorable hashtag (such as #StayWoke), 
and several token minorities to make the commercial. Finally all 
they need to do is share in every social media platform possible 
and collect all the money the campaign would generate. Later in 
the video, the agency even offers to create intentionally contro-
versial advertising campaigns to increase media attention and 
eventually clear the image of the brand with an apology. The 
video ends with the thought provoking question: “Is your brand 
ready to become woke and wealthy?”

The film is a clear critique of Woke Washing, where brands 
deliberately use social injustice issues to create marketing 
strategies with the purpose of earning consumer loyalty. The 
deceptive strategies Schütt points out in her film are evident; 
the use of emotions, the visual and sensorial manipulation and 
the construction of a fake authenticity or a controversial ad. 
The way she presents them could help spectators think twice 
before trusting brand statements. The film makes evident the 
relevance of social media in woke washing; through the use of 
hashtags, influencers, celebrities and the massive sharing of 
information in these platforms.

Woke Washing is not a new practice, fighting against the lies 
that companies tell their consumers has been a constant and 
polemic issue for a long time. It is just now in the social media 
era and through the “woke” movement that this practice has 
taken relevance.
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The Slacktivism phenomenon 

I previously discussed how social media is crucial in the develop-
ment of brand activism and woke washing, and how these platforms 
allow users to participate in activism and allow brands to gain in-
sight on their interaction with their consumers. It is also possible to 
observe that social media serves as a platform for the development 
of many other phenomenon. One them that I think is important to 
discuss because it highly relates to woke washing is Slacktivism.
 
According to Ilona Lodewijckx, an author for CitizenLab, Slacktiv-
ism (also known as Click Activism or Armchair Activism) refers to 
the way people raise their voice and express their opinion from a 
position of comfort. In her 2017 article “‘Slacktivism’: Legitimate 
Action or Just Lazy Liking?” She question how social media users 
interact with social concerns. She gives as examples of Slacktivism 
the sharing of a post on social media, or using merchandise with 
the pride flag or even signing a petition to save turtles.
 
Lodewijckx explains that this does not necessarily invalidate the 
good intentions of the user when they support a cause but she 
does question whether this really counts as activism and criticiz-
es the fact that many people just use it as a way to feel like they 
are helping but without actually doing anything meaningful or 
that requires any sort of effort. According to Lodewijckx, Slack-
tivism does not accomplish any meaningful changes, and only 
manages to oversimplify the issues at hand while ignoring the 
complexity of the problem (Lodewijckx 2017).
 
Activism usually attempts to first identify issues, bring awareness 
to it, generate discussion and support real change through ac-
tions such as protesting, donating or crowdfunding. The biggest 
critique of Slacktivism is that it does not intend to accomplish 
any of these. Even if the user’s post manages to luckily become 
trendy, their impact will end in the awareness stage.
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According to a study by the Michigan State University that ex-
plores the effects of moral balancing and consistency in online 
activism, Slacktivism may inspire others to support an issue but 
it normally only accomplishes other low-cost, low-risk approach-
es (Lee and Hsieh 2013) like, I mentioned before, sharing a post 
or signing a petition.
 
As I see it, the real problem lies in achieving real action; Slacktiv-
ism lacks the call to action that activists strive for. Hana Muslic, 
a journalist for several news outlets in the US, says the problem 
lies in the fact that people think this real action is enough. In her 
2017 article “What is Slacktivism and is it Even Helping?” she 
describes how usually after doing a small “slacktivist” act, people 
feel like they have done their part to support an issue. She ex-
plains that it may even cause the inverse desired effect as people 
tend to do less for social movements (Muslic 2017).
 
Muslic explains that there is still a good side to Slacktivism. It 
can serve as an opportunity to create awareness, show public 
support, and educate people as it could be the first step for more 
significant support. At the end, it can be a valuable tool as sharing 
your own thoughts is the type of activism. However, it is import-
ant to be aware of the differences between joining a conversation 
and inviting to a conversation because it can be easy to forget 
what it really means to support an issue. Slacktivism is a good 
example of how this type of phenomenon can evolve over social 
media platforms and how its fast pace can affect trends. The 
quick pace that happens on social media is one of the factors that 
make slacktivism superficial. Although slacktivism refers most-
ly to users, it relates a lot to how brands often behave towards 
social issues. In any case, showing support over a social concern 
just because it’s trendy and without putting any real effort to take 
actions, ends up meaning nothing and in many cases being coun-
terproductive. Just as people do, brands feel like sharing a post 
in social media is enough support, and don’t actually take action 
while feeling accomplished, therefore woke washing brands 
should be question as much or more than slacktivists. 
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Analysis
3
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After deeply analyzing and understanding woke washing from 
its origins until it latest and most relevant cases I came to the 
realization that it’s still an ongoing polemic issue. Part of the 
reason for this is the context in which it develops; it has a very 
complex background with constant change. An example of this 
are social media platform as they are in continuous develop-
ment both technologically and politically.
 
One of my main objectives with my research was to better 
understand woke washing, however in the process I also found 
that there are some issues when trying to identify it which are 
seldom discussed and that may have large consequences within 
the communities they impact. 

1.
Woke washing as a topic can be approached from many points 
of view. Given its tight relationship with social issues and ac-
tivism, depending on each person’s context many valid points 
of view may appear. For instance, statements such as “at least 
brands are doing something”, “not all brands are like that” or 
“everything is a process” can commonly be found regarding 
woke washing accusations. 

Being so subjective, the topic often loses relevance as the final 
conclusion tends to be that “everyone has their own opinion” 
which is an issue in itself. As woke washing is always related 
with social issues, it is a topic that must be in constant debate; 
we cannot evade the issues so new proposals are launched and 
brands that are trying to help can continue to do so.

Subjectivity
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3.

2.
Woke washing is often associated only with Brand Hypocrisy, 
however as I previously discussed with brand activism and 
from a Marketing point of view; a big brand may have good 
intentions while promoting a social issue, but fall into woke 
washing behaviors as often not everything is in their control. 
Moreover, what is said in social media campaigns are not always 
lies per se, brands often tend to trivialize the issues as is the 
case of Slack Activism.
 
Another issue is that the media often focuses too much on iden-
tifying brand hypocrisy or marketing lies, but there are many 
other issues that are far less identified. Woke washing is more 
than lying and hypocrisy; trivialization, oversimplification, or 
merely poorly interpreting the concerns of a social group are 
also woke washing behaviors. Also faking support through 
a marketing campaign and making empty promises without 
actually giving any real support to an issue are woke washing 
behaviors that may not inherently be identified as lies.

As I previously described with Corporate Social Responsibility, 
brand engagement with social issues are very difficult to quan-
tify; one cannot measure how feminist or racially aware is a 
brand. This issue becomes even more prominent given that we 
consumers rarely know what really happens inside a company. 
We only get to know from journalistic sources when something 
very unusual happens, or whatever little information the brand 
shares in their social media or web page. 
Advertising campaigns that discuss social issues mainly appear 
in social media platforms and because of the fast-paced and 

Difficulty to Know the Truth

Not only brand hypocrisy
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ephemeral nature of social media it becomes hard to clearly 
identify woke washing behaviors. It is a challenge to clearly 
know if a brand is being hypocritical or not, or whether they 
have malicious intentions and often the only way to know is by 
doing deep journalistic research about the brand. Part of the 
issue is that it has become normalized to not know or have very 
little information about a brand’s wrongdoings, so brands tend 
to withhold this type of information from the general public.

Related to the previous issue, social media is a fast paced 
environment. Social media users tend to quickly see a post and 
form their opinion on the brand based merely on what the post 
says. Very few go deeper and research on what the brand is 
actually doing to support social issues. Brands jump into this 
as an opportunity to advertise a product and engage with their 
community through a currently trending issue. Anika Kozlows-
ki, a fashion and sustainability professor at Ryerson’s School 
of Fashion put it very clear in an interview she did with Vogue 
Magazine “The biggest mistake I see brands making is to quick-
ly jump to support a social cause that is trending at the time to 
make themselves visible”.

4.Fast Paced / Ephemeral Issues

There is little to no discussion on the marketing campaigns 
that happen in social media environments. The mainstream 
media usually only reports on big advertising campaigns often 
belonging to big companies with global impact. This is an issue 
as most of the social discussion and woke washing behaviors 

5.Not only big companies Woke Wash
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After identifies and analyzing this issues I want to define my 
framework and give my own definition of woke washing: 

Woke washing is not only brand 
hypocrisy but it also implies the 
trivialization and illusion of support 
for social issues, the circulation 
of ambiguous  information and 
the adoption of trending social 
concerns to use them as marketing 
tools to promote a brand or product.

Even after defining woke washing there is one other issue I find 
important to discuss. Identifying woke washing is as important 
as defining it. It still seems to me difficult to properly identi-
fy when brands woke wash social issues, especially in social 
media. Therefore I want to establish some guidelines that might 
help me more easily identify woke washing and analyze the 
behaviors of brands in social media platforms.

are happening in social media and very often done by smaller 
brands. So it’s important to give attention to all channels where 
this is happening, and to be aware that a big marketing cam-
paign is not necessary to fall into woke washing and that not 
only big companies do it.
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More than 20 years ago, the term greenwashing was included 
in the Oxford English Dictionary (McMillan Dictionary 2005) 
after the concept was coined in the eighties by environmental 
activists (Watson 2016).TerraChoice, a private marketing and 
environmental consultancy agency that used to evaluate wheth-
er other companies’ environmental claims were misleading or 
false define greenwashing as the situation when a company 
misleads the consumer and claims to have environmental ben-
efits with or in their products or services (TerraChoice Envtl. 
Mktg. 2007).
 
Woke washing and greenwashing focus on very similar con-
cepts, the behaviors of brands either regarding social or en-
vironmental issues. Because the concept of greenwashing has 
been around for more than 20 years, there is a lot of research 
and discussion about the topic. For example the same company 
TerraChoice, published in 2007 an environmental report called 
“The six sins of greenwashing”, in which they studied and tested 
1018 products to compare the results with their parent com-
pany’s environmental marketing claims (ibid. 2).They defined 
unethical or misleading behaviors as sins. For example the sin 
listed as: “The sin of vagueness” refers to when a company uses 
vague or confusing language to describe their products, using 
terms like “all-natural” or “eco-friendly”, without any source 
or clarification of what it actually means. They listed several 
other sins like the “Sin of the Hidden Trade-Off ’’ or the “Sin 
of No Proof,” which in the end made it easier for consumers 
to identify what companies’ intentions really were. One of the 
main issues I identified with woke washing in social media was 
the difficulty to identify when a company was woke washing or 

Guidelines

TerraChoice referent
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not. I therefore took inspiration on Terrachoice’s approach and 
proposed a set of guidelines that might help consumers iden-
tify when a company commits woke washing behaviors. It is 
important to clarify that although the approach will be similar, 
the context makes the focus of my proposed woke washing 
guide very different from the sins of greenwashing. Where as 
green washing issues are very concerned with performance 
and efficiency of a product, my woke-washing guidelines deal 
with hard to measure characteristics. In the end, this makes the 
woke-washing guidelines very prone to subjectivity and inter-
pretation, as every person that uses them might have a different 
perception from the brands.

The following are my proposed guidelines to identify woke 
washing. I divided the guidelines into 3 levels to make it eas-
ier for the user to gauge the amount of information they have 
about the brand:

Woke washing guidelines

  Level 1: The user only sees the ad or campaign and 
only has this information. The analysis will focus on the 
characteristics of communication.

  Level 2: The user has more information about the 
brand related to the ad or campaign. The analysis will 
focus on the development of the campaign in the brand 
and its social platforms.

  Level 3: The user has additional information about 
the brand and the behavior in other contexts apart from 
the ad. The analysis will focus on the brand itself and 
the congruence between its behavior and the social 
issue they are talking about.
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Level 1
Not woke washing Woke Washing

In the ad, the brand makes a 
stand or statement about the 
social issue.

The ad has miss interpreta-
tion of the issue or pieces of 
evidence lack of knowledge of 
the issue.

The brand promotes a founda-
tion or movement that sup-
ports the social issue.

The brand depicts itself or its 
products as solutions to the 
social issue.

The brand invites people to 
unite with them to protest for 
change in favor of the issue.

The ad focuses on the product 
or service rather than on the 
issue.

The brand make changes in 
their products or service in 
order to help the issue.

The intention or opinions of 
the brand about the issue are 
not clear or the issue is not 
even acknowledged.

There is a lot of ads, post, 
posters, banners, videos, 
about the brand regarding the 
social issue.

They use the social issue as an 
introduction for a new prod-
uct ( see if this product have 
something to do with the social 
issue or not ).

In the ad, it's possible to see a 
coherent relationship with the 
brand's values, its products, 
and the social issue.

The social issue is only men-
tioned in a few ads only in the 
time the social issue is rele-
vant or trendy.

The ad show citizens, users, 
activist, or celebrities that 
have relevant work or relation 
with the social issue.

The ad uses celebrities that 
don’t have any relation with the 
social issue they are talking 
about.

In the ad, The brand points or 
talk about the social issue, and 
uses relevant information.

The ad makes jokes, or use a 
playful language to talk about 
the social issue.
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The ad promotes behaviors 
that claim to help the issue but 
in the end make it worse.

The ad uses provocative or 
polemic language.

Level 2

Not woke washing Woke Washing

The brand has relevant infor-
mation on the website.

The topic or information about 
the social Issue only appears in 
the ad.

The campaign also has their 
own website.

There is information about the 
issue on the website, but only a 
small portion.

The brand shows that they 
intend to work with activists, 
victims or citizens that are rel-
evant inside the social issue.

The brand doesn't evidence a 
long term plan or intention.

The brand shows a long term 
plan or intention.

The brand shows just a little bit 
of a plan or intention.

The brand shows results or a 
details plan to help the social 
issue.

The information regarding the 
brand's stance on the issue is 
difficult to access.

The brand shows more addi-
tional information and details 
of the campaign and ad about 
the social issue.

The brand does not have 
before any information, post 
or campaign in relation to the 
issue.

The brand shows a history 
of helping and supporting 
the social issue in different 
moments.

In social media and websites, 
they mention different social 
issues, at different times or 
have campaigns that relate to 
them, but they don’t show more 
about it.
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The brand shows an intention 
to help and support founda-
tions, activists, etc related to 
this social issue.

The brand sponsors another 
type of events or products that 
have an impact on the social 
issue.

The brand sponsors other 
things that talk about the same 
issue ( podcasts, tv-show, 
documentaries, movies, clips, 
events).

They don’t have or show a clear 
statement about the issue.

The brand promotes or has a 
network where people can par-
ticipate and collaborate with 
the issues.

The essence of the product or 
the brand itself is not congru-
ent with their stance on the 
issue.

The brand is up to date in the 
development of the social 
issue and shows accurate 
information.

They condition their support 
of the issue only if you buy the 
product or service.

They promote to solve the 
problem, but their strategies 
are not clear or very superfi-
cial.

The social issue is only men-
tioned in a few ads only in the 
time the social issue is rele-
vant or trendy.

The brand doesn’t show rele-
vant and up to date information 
on the issue.

Level 3

Not woke washing Woke Washing

The brand has a history of 
development and helping the 
social issue.

The company has a history of 
unethical behavior and irre-
sponsibility.
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The brand has different pro-
grams for their workers that 
are congruent with the issue.

News with polemic behaviors 
or postures that are not con-
gruent with their campaign.

The brand has a clear state-
ment in their values which 
matches with the social issue.

The brand has other products 
or services that negatively im-
pact the issue they are talking 
about.

The company uses its power to 
support changes.

The brand supports politics 
and laws that negatively im-
pact the social issue.

The company has programs 
and foundations that not pro-
moted through marketing.

The values of the brand are 
not congruent with the social 
issue.

The brand have a bad score in 
governmental institutions or 
penalties for not following the 
law.

The brand has different stanc-
es in different countries.

The brand has inside behaviors 
that are not congruent with the 
issue.

The brand has to fall into un-
ethical behaviors to produce 
their products.
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In order to test how well the guidelines worked, I decided to 
apply them in some social media campaigns by brands that 
fulfilled the following requirements:

  Their main audience is people between 18 and 
30  years old. This target group is the one that is 
mostly concerned with brands that show interest in 
social issues.

  They have a considerable social media presence. Big-
ger brands have a bigger impact and hold more respon-
sibility on what they share within their communities.

  They are active in social media platforms. This is 
especially important as the more a brand shares with 
their community the more there is to analyze or scruti-
nize from it.

Testing

Parameters

Additionally,  to keep consistency and analyze in general as-
pects the behaviors of the brands in their marketing campaign I 
define some parameters that categorize and organize the 
observation process.
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1.

2.

Context
In order to understand the meaning and 
intention of the brands, I consider neces-
sary to identify the context in which the 
campaign was developed.

Campaign
The brand launches big, often global and expensive advertising 
like a commercial or a complete campaign. (Non-time specific)

Trend movement
The brand shares a statement supporting a social issue that is 
relevant right now and trending in social media.

Thematic day / month
The brand creates an ad or campaign that is directly related with
 a special day or event.

Levels

This are levels of interaction. Every level 
gives the user different information 
about the brand, the campaign and com-
pany behaviors that might or might not 
be related to the advertising campaign.

Campaign
The user only sees the ad or campaign and only has this
 information. The analysis will focus on the characteristics
 of communication.

Campaign & Brand
The user has more information about the brand related to the ad 
or campaign. The analysis will focus on the development of the 
campaign in the brand and its social platforms.

Brand background
The user has additional information about the brand and the be-
havior in other contexts apart of the ad. The analysis will focus on 
the brand itself and the congruence between its behavior and the 
social issue they are talking about.
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3.Reflections Personal ideas and posible questions for 
the brand and their behaviors.

  Do you think the brand is trivializing the topic?
  How could the brand support the topic?
  Is the brand saying something about the social issue 

you don’t agree with?
  What other aspects of the social issue should the brand 

talk about?

Recommendations
Some personal recommendations to keep 

in mind in the analysis process.

  Take the time to analyze the brand.
  Do some research about the social topic beforehand and

observe what is being discussed.
  Be aware that the final purpose of the brand is always to sell 

their product or services.
  Every brand has a different way of communication, try to 

focus on the information they are showing and how coherent it 
is with the topic.

  The information can be in any form, from texts and concepts, 
to visuals and behaviors.

Differentiate 
between making 
a stand, support, 
comment and the 
brand purpose in 
its communication.

Make a Stand / statement: support a 
position, share an opinion.
Support: Share information, help,
show interest with different actions.
Comment: Talk about the situation 
without a preference, just informative 
or suggestive.
Brand Purpose: The reason for the 
brand to exist beyond making money.



56

Just.
Feminine hygiene products

  It’s for young women and teenagers.
 The brand focuses on simple and straight forward 

   period protection.
  Help fight for mental health awareness.
  Make the period simple and secure.

@ just_periods    l     https://justperiods.com/en-us/

Images: taken from the Instagram account @just_periods
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4.910 
followers 

on Instagram

343 
Subscribers 
on YouTube

1.922
likes 

on Facebook

Notes:

  It’s a new brand.
  Awareness over mental health and acceptance.
  Reduce the stigma about mental health, how they do it?

Mental health

Their brand purpose is to sell women solutions for their pe-
riod that gives simple and straightforward products without 
any chemicals. Their mission apart from woman’s hygiene is 
to support the cause for the mental health awareness, and for 
that they team up with a nonprofit organization called Active 
minds, that focuses on young groups and teenagers. Their idea 
is to eliminate the stigma behind woman’s period and educate 
them by discussing and showing it thus, changing the conversa-
tion around this issue. More than donations they want to raise 
awareness and empower people to speak up about this issue, 
they therefore go to different campuses in America and finance 
mental health care for students that need it.
 
In different ads they promote the help and information that the 
organization offer. For instance they will help provide 10,000 
students with the tools they need to access help for their men-
tal health.

Brand purpose / support

Statements and information about the brand values 
in social media channels.
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Level 1 Campaign

Not woke washing:

  Is clear in what they support 
and believe in the cause.

  Show relevant work of 
organization about the topic 
Active Minds.

  They inform people about 
the problem before introduc-
ing their statement (some-
times).

  They share information 
about the topic (Not only 
statements).

  They relate the issue with 
relevant events that are hap-
pening like Quarantine or no 
face-to-face graduations for 
students, and they mention 
actual issues.

Woke washing:

  Some of the information is 
superficial, and they don’t go 
 into much detail.

  Use of influencers to pro-
mote the product, however 
only a few actually talk about 
the topic or are related with 
the brand values. 

Image: taken from  the Instagram account @just_periods
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Level 2 Campaign & Brand

Not woke washing:

  The brand’s purpose is clear
  Share external statements / 

information/ work related to 
the topic (stories).

  Have consistency in dis-
cussing the topic and posting 
about it ( not only when the 
topic is trendy).

  The topic is relevant in the 
mainstream media.

  They also have a space in 
their website when they de-
scribe what they care about.

  They show a long term rela-
tionship with an organization 
committed to the topic.

  They also share a long term 
action plan about what they 
want to do regarding the topic.

Woke washing:

  The website that they 
promote with some tips and 
information is not working.

  They don’t go into much 
detail.

  They don’t share too much 
information about the topic, 
just about what they are going 
to do or their mission.

Image: Taken from justperiods.com
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Level 3 Brand background

Not woke washing:

  The company has showed 
support in other issues such 
as BLACK LIVES MATTER. 
(“P&G’s Striking New Ad 
Calls on White Americans to 
Commit to Anti-Racism on All 
Fronts” n.d.)

  The brand belongs to 
Procter & Gamble. This brand 
doesn’t have any actual news 
or scandals about this issue

Woke washing:

  No relevant information 
about the brand in other 
media apart from
 social media.

  Case of discrimination in 
job application with non-U.S. 
citizens policy (P&G Faces 
Trial in Case over Hiring Policy 
for Non-Citizens (2).

Image: Taken from us.pg.com/brands/
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Reflections

  They have coherent com-
munication about the issue, 
but they concentrate more in 
promoting the work of the orga-
nization than on creating more 
and own content.

  They fall into ambiguity, they 
have some clear statements 
and information, but again they 
don’t share too much about 
their actions plans.

  The discussion of topic 
doesn’t depend directly on sell-
ing or promoting the product, 
both have their own space and 
are equal protagonist.

   It’s interesting how they use 
influencers instead of models 
with no dialog or interaction, 
however for this topic it could 
be interesting to contact more 
“normal” users that actually 
speak about the issue.

  The brand values should 
be coherent with the brand’s 
concept.

  It’s a new brand with little 
development which could be 
positive as the information can 
be more focused.

  Is interesting maybe how the 
copywriting of the company 
can contrast with their brand 
purpose.

  This brands closely follows 
brand activism strategies 
(establish brand values, share a 
long term plan).

   You don’t need to buy or 
donate too much, apart from 
money there are other ways to 
approach the issue and encour-
age change.
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Nivea
Body-care products

  Owned by the company Beiersdorf Global AG.
  Every country’s brand has its own website and social 

media account.
  The brand focuses on skin care products.

@nivea    l     https://www.nivea.com/

Images: taken from the Instagram account @nivea
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38,3k
followers 

on Instagram

12.2K 
followers 

on  Twitter

23.358.411
likes 

on Facebook

Notes:

  They created a rainbow Instagram filter.
  Big campaign with commercial ads.
  Limited edition pride product.
  Whole campaign with digital and analog elements.
  They just placed a pride flag of top of their regular product.
  Concept of no exclusion and tolerance.

Pride

Nivea launched a new campaign supporting pride, and painting 
their main product (the Nivea cream) with the rainbow colors 
by which they aimed to promote tolerance, diversity and re-
spect. To achieve this, the brand took several approaches to the 
issue. They published two manifestos in their sites preaching 
tolerance, acceptance and collaboration, and love for everyone. 
Their mother company even released a statement in support 
of diversity. They also constantly talk about a language of love 
and support instead of hate and discrimination and conducted 
an interview in collaboration with the drag queen Olivia Jones. 
With the rainbow flag they stated that they want to fight against 
ignorance and bring people together.

Thematic day or month

Support / statement / product promotion.
Campaign in all their channels to celebrate pride month.
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Level 1 Campaign

Not woke washing:

  They  are coherent with 
the information and make no 
misinterpretations or false 
statements.

Woke washing:

  Superficial information or 
no information at all. They 
don’t go deep into details nor 
share relevant information 
about how they support the 
topic.

  The product is the protago-
nist of the ad and the issue is 
just used as a context.

  The conversation ends in 
the advertisement.

  No support or statements 
before the social issues start-
ed to trend.

  They focus in the rainbow, 
but in their communication 
there is no text or mention 
about the LGTB issues.

  They also don’t show any 
organization or cause to help 
or how to support the issue.

Image: taken from  the Instagram account @nivea
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Level 2 Campaign & Brand

Not woke washing:

  They have easily accessible 
a space in their website.

  They explain in more detail 
their statement and the cam-
paign they have been doing in 
the website.

  They work with relevant 
people ( the drag queen Olivia 
Jones) that relate to the topic.

  They make relevant state-
ments.

Woke washing:

  The statement doesn’t 
explicitly show a long term 
plan for how Nivea will help or 
support the issue.

  They say what should be 
done but no real actions.

  No information at all about 
the characters in the ad, nor 
who they are, what they do or 
why are they important.

  They mention that they sup-
port Olivia’s project but don’t 
explain how they do it.

  The drag queen commercial 
focuses only in the experienc-
es with the product with no 
mention of the real issues the 
community faces.

  The product and brand are 
the protagonist instead of the 
issue.

  The brand has no history of 
support for LGTB issues.

  They don’t offer any space 
for discussion about the topic.

Images: Taken from nivea.com
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Level 3 Brand background

Woke washing:

  Scandal of homophobic 
comments in a commercial  
proposal (Watson n.d.).

 Old cases of racist ads
(BBC News 2017) 
(Life 2017).

Images: Taken from thedrum.com and nivea.com
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Reflections

  This could be a complete 
campaign where the concept 
is pride but the intention at 
the end is the same as always: 
Selling.

  They focus in the rainbow as 
a symbol of tolerance but they 
don’t give more information 
about it.

  The communication of Nivea 
is really idealistic, but they don’t 
show real problems, actions or 
reflections. They present them-
selves as the perfect brand that 
wants to do everything but in 
the end make no real action.

   If you market ideas, also 
market actions and invite peo-
ple to do what you propose.

  A company that falls into this 
type of woke wash behaviors 
needs a change. Within the 
company, they need to sit down 
and question the inside com-
munication and study the top-
ics that they want to address.

  It’s really important for a so-
cial issue not only the Positivity 
but also discussion with the 
people who are involved in the 
issue and how they take action.

  It doesn’t matter how much 
money you spend in the cam-
paign, if at the end it doesn’t 
make real changes.



68

Primark
Fashion, beauty and homeware products

  European fast fashion brand.
  Many shops around the word and really low prices.
  Low quality but really trendy products.
  Principal target (visually) are woman (young and middle age).

@primark    l    https://www.primark.com/

Images: taken from the Instagram account @primark
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8,3 mm 
followers 

on Instagram

251.4K 
followers 

on Twitter

6.150.883
likes 

on Facebook

Notes:

  No pride products yet.
  Logo with rainbow flag / Quiet support.
 They connect their current campaign with the corona situation.

Pride Product

The brand made a statement supporting Pride this month. They 
will donate £20,000 to the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Trans and Intersex Association. They also invited customers 
to celebrate Pride inside their homes and support the orga-
nizations, local activists, and movements that help the LGTB 
community. They are not selling any merchandising using Pride, 
they only temporarily changed the logo in support.

Thematic day or month

Support /donation.
Social media support and website space.
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Level 1 Campaign

Not woke washing:

  They show a clear state-
ment in support of the topic.

  They invite people to partic-
ipate and help organizations 
that support Pride.

  They don’t sell any prod-
ucts as a way to promote their 
brand through Pride.

  They share a link for users 
to know more information

  They mention and support 
the organization ILGA World, 
and briefly describe them.

  They also donated £20,000 
to the cause..

Woke washing:

  No more posts or mention 
of the topic in any other ads.

Image: taken from  the Instagram account @primark
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Level 2 Campaign & Brand

Not woke washing:

  They have an easily acces-
sible space in their website 
where they discuss pride.

  In the website they have 
more detail about their state-
ment and their campaign.

  They connect the topic with 
other relevant topics like the 
COVID19 pandemic.

  They describe in detail their 
donations from last year and 
this year.

  They share brief but rel-
evant information about the 
topic and the organization they 
are collaborating with. (How 
they work, what are they doing, 
etc.).

  They share link that lead 
users to relevant information 
regarding the issue like Global 
Pride 2020 Live or links to  
support ILGA World.

  They encourage people to 
support the issue.

Woke washing:

  No further spaces for dis-
cussion about the topic.

  No inclusion of other rele-
vant voices and opinions.

  Statement of support, union 
and empowerment but no real 
evidence of it in other cam-
paigns or photos or channels.

  No further discussion after 
telling how about their donation.

  No support or statements 
before the topic became 
relevant.

  No long term plan inside or 
outside the company.

Image: Taken from primark.com
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Level 3 Brand background

Not woke washing:

  Primark plans to contribute 
US$ 6 million to UNICEF’s work 
in education and emergency 
response.

  Different programs with 
social support which are easy 
to find in the website.

  Cruelty Free International
  They have UK Gender Pay 

Report.
  Information on the prog-

ress of our Ethical Trade and 
Environmental Sustainability 
Programme.

Woke washing:

  Pride scandal for T-shirts 
and merchandising (Duffy 
2018).

 Unclear conditions and 
rumors in the supply factories 
(Barr 2018).

Image: Taken from pinknews.co.uk
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Reflections

  After the Pride scandal 
they showed less support, less 
money and no merchandising. 
Is this good or bad?

  They discuss topics that are 
relevant to them and try to be 
transparent.

  The quality of the clothes 
and fast fashion raises many 
questions.

  How can a company real-
ly improve after a scandal? 
Does that mean more or less 
support?

  I think their biggest failure is 
in their advertising. Not dis-
cussing the topic previously, 
no developing or further plans 
shows once more that the 
brand is using the issue as a 
way to promote themselves.

  It’s easy to find articles with 
scandals and news about the 
brand’s unethical behaviors.

  Even after their unethical 
behaviors, the information 
and awareness they bring is 
important to help foster better 
understanding of the topic.
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Converse
Casual shoes and fashion

Images: taken from the Instagram account @converse
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  A casual brand for young people.

  Subsidiary of Nike, Inc. since 2003.

  An old brand with a cool style.

@ converse   l    https://www.converse.com/de/

10.3 mm 
followers 

on Instagram

1M 
followers

 on Twitter

46.334.439
likes 

on Facebook

Notes:

  Early sponsors of BLM athletes.
  They have a clear statement about what they do as 

a company.
  They sell products with pride aesthetics.
  They support and celebrate LGTB rights.
  They include in their design concepts people active within 

social movements.
  Focuses in working with the community.
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BLACK LIVES MATTER

They published a strong statement supporting BLM in their so-
cial media. They share their thoughts and feelings using graph-
ics by Sebastian Samson (an active BLM member), and make it 
clear that they understand that change has to start from within 
the company. They said they are going to work with their staff 
and use the social channels to share young black voices. They 
also share that through their partnership with Nike and Jordan 
they plan to invest 40 million dollars in the next 4 years and 
support organizations that fight against racism and inequality. 
They finally announced their sponsorship with Natasha Cloud 
the WNBA champion that also fight against racial injustice.

Support

Trend movement.
Statement in social media channels.
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Level 1 Campaign

Not woke washing:

  Clear and strong statement 
of support the movement

  Special design for a concept 
of discussion , they don’t share 
the same info that others 
share : ALL LIVES CANNOT 
MATTER UNTIL BLACK LIVES 
MATTER.

  They share a long term plan 
with donations and support 
to Black life communities 
($40 million over the next four 
years).

  Share the artist’s per-
spective in the design of the 
campaign.

  New partnership with rel-
evant players that also stand 
for the topic and are  active in 
the movement.  

  They promise to work with 
important organizations like 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund and 
the Equal Justice Initiative.

  They also target the as-
pects like U.S voters educa-
tion as a plan of change.

Woke washing:

  No further information or 
details about the promises.

Image: taken from  the Instagram account @converse
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Level 2 Campaign & Brand

Not woke washing:

   History of showing diversi-
ty in models through all their 
channels.

   Space in their other chan-
nels like the website where 
they talk about social issues.

  The partnership with Nata-
sha is also mentioned in the 
website.

Woke washing:

  No further information 
apart of what was posted on 
social media.

  No mention of the topic 
before or interaction with it 
before it was trendy.

  Their discussion about 
the topic finishes after the 
statement.

  No further development or 
an easy way to keep the track 
of their actions.

Images: Taken from converse.com
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Pride Month

The brand launched their new collection to celebrate pride 
month. This year the concept is inspired on the proposal “More 
Color, More Pride”, a new flag that Amber Hikes, the ACLU’S 
first Chief Equity & Inclusion Officer proposed, including the 
color brown and black to promote inclusivity. The collection 
this year also shows other flags like the transgender one which 
also include statements of the community that are part from the 
global partnership Converse_x_&LGTBQ. With this their aim is 
to celebrate more, even though we are not together and cele-
brate the inclusion and diversity.
 
“Following a two-day workshop led by @ItGetsBetter and @
Dapper_Stemme on the importance of representation and 
allyship, youth from Los Angeles, Tel Aviv, Belgrade, Cape Town, 
Bangkok, Melbourne, and Philadelphia shared their stories in a 
collective message of hope. Of Pride”.

Thematic day or month

Statements in social media channels and promotion of products.
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Level 1 Campaign

Not woke washing:

  Clear statement of support 
and celebration with the com-
munity.

  Creation of concept and 
work with external people 
related to the social issue
 (Amber Hikes ).

   The people in the ad are 
part of the community.

   Mention of organizations 
and partners that work with 
them in the campaign @
ItGetsBetter, @BAGLY_Inc, @
OUTMetroWest, and @AliForn-
eyCenter.

Woke washing:

   They still condition their 
customer to buy products 
in order to support a social 
cause.

   No further information 
about donation process and/
or details.

  They don’t share relevant 
information about how they 
support the topic.

   The conversation ends in 
the ads.

Image: taken from  the Instagram account @converse
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Level 2 Campaign & Brand

Not woke washing:

  Space in the website men-
tion the campaign concept.

  They share statements 
from other people and special 
design for free that relates to 
the topic.

  Some little mention of the 
long term plan and partnership 
with the organizations  (it gets 
better).

  Some interaction with the 
users providing more informa-
tion in the comments. 

  The statement doesn’t 
share space with the product 
catalog, they have their own 
space.

  Easy access to the informa-
tion of the topic from the main 
website.

Woke washing:

  The product has more 
relevance than the issue it’s 
supposed to address.

  No further information 
about the topic, just one state-
ment, concept of support and 
no details about the donation

  Pushing the products all the 
time.

  No spaces for discussion 
or sharing, the interaction 
with the topic ends with the 
purchase.

  No previous support or 
statements, just became rele-
vant in the dates that the topic 
is trending.

Image: Taken from converse.com
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Level 3 Brand background

Not woke washing:

  They have been working 
before in other causes that are 
relevant to other topics like a 
special collection called “1Hund 
(RED)”, whereby fifteen percent 
of the profits are used to sup-
port HIV/AIDS prevention.

  Its owned by a woke compa-
ny that shares similar values 
and stands

Woke washing:

  Some complaints in the 
comments of bad labor condi-
tions in the shoe factories.

Image: Taken from converse.com
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Reflections

  Marketing a lot intentions 
and promises  but no  real 
actions.

  People will only remember 
the company’s stance during 
the trend but not later.

  Are the activist the new 
influencer’s from the brands? 
Their work is only relevant 
when it is trendy?

  They sell the illusion of help 
and participation on the con-
versation by buying shoes.

  Inside the brand, the design 
really matters, that open a 
space for better approaches 
and not only selling the shoes.

  They show long term sup-
port, but never share further 
information. Is this a way to 
keep people interested?

  It is clear that they take the 
time to think about how to 
approach the social issue in a 
campaign.

  They transform the issue in 
to a campaign.
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Fabletics
Woman Sport Fashion

Images: taken from the Instagram account @fabletics
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  A brand Co-founded by the actress @katehudson.

  The target is women. It features diverse models, exercise 
routines, active life style and motivational phrases.

@ fabletics    l     https://www.fabletics.de/meine-outfits

1.6 mm
followers 

on Instagram

35.9K
followers on 

Twitter

4.794.089
likes 

on Facebook

Notes:

  Their support doesn’t relate directly with the brand values
small ads in Facebook and Instagram

  They show gay couples but just once or twice and no i
nformation
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BLACK LIVES MATTER

They published in their social media some posts supporting the 
Black LIVES MATTER movement that spiked in relevance on the 
last week of May. In their post they support the movement and 
community, they also said that they are donating 50,000 dollars 
to support the ACLU in its fight for racial justice and immediate 
change. In another post they state that to take part of the black-
out movement they would temporarily close their shop. They 
also share statements of their black ambassadors and work 
of other instagram accounts that are active in the movement 
(motivation phrases). They have also donated 150.000 dollars 
to relevant organizations and promise to have real actions of 
change in the future.

Support

Trend movement.
Statement in social media channels.
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Level 1 Campaign

Not woke washing:

  Clear statement in support 
the movement.

  Show Relevant actions to 
support the movement like 
Donations to related organiza-
tions.

  The sales were stopped in 
support of the Blackout move-
ments.

  They Share words of women 
that are active in the BLM 
movement.

  They Mention relevant ac-
tivist organizations’ accounts 
to support.

  Encourage people to join 
the cause and share experi-
ences and work together.

Woke washing:

  Promises of future actions 
but not more information 
about their intention or a plan.

  No further information 
about donation process or 
details 

Images: taken from  the Instagram account @fabletics
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Level 2 Campaign & Brand

Not woke washing:

  History of showing diversity 
in models in all their channels.

  Open a space on their Ins-
tagram stories to share voices 
about the movement.

Woke washing:

  The topic finish after the 
donation and motivational 
statement.

  No mention of the topic in 
other main channels like the 
website.

   No further information 
apart from what is in the posts 
in social media.

   Don’t share the reflections 
and strategies that they had in 
the time of closing.

Image: Taken from fabletics.de
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Pride Month

They are donating 10% of net proceeds from their new, limit-
ed-edition pride capsule to @itgetsbetter, a nonprofit organi-
zation working to uplift and empower LGBTQIA+ youth, with a 
minimum donation of $25,000. With clothes with the rainbow 
colors they want to promote their support, representing the 
belief that it’s okay to be yourself and be proud of who you are.
“This capsule is designed to inspire self-love and support our 
LGBTQIA+ community. After all, there’s strength in unity.”

Thematic day or month

Statements in social media channels and promotion of products.
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Level 1 Campaign

Not woke washing:

  Sales 10% in donations to a 
relevant organization.

  Used models form the LGTB 
community to promote the 
product and tag their ac-
counts to give them exposure.

Woke washing:

  They use models from the 
LGBT community but don’t talk 
about them or describe what 
they do.

  Their support is condi-
tioned by the purchase of the 
product.

  No further information 
about donation process  and 
details.

  The product is the protag-
onist of the campaign and not 
the issue.

  Not sharing relevant infor-
mation about the support or 
topic.

  Statement of support, 
union  and empowerment but 
no real representation of it.

  The conversation ends with 
the ads.

  No previous support or 
statements, just started 
discussing the topic when it 
became trendy.

Image: Taken from fabletics.de
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Level 2 Campaign & Brand

Not woke washing:

  They have a space on the 
website where they mention 
their donations and support

Woke washing:

  The topic is mentioned in 
the website but only when you 
want to buy the product.  

  No easy access or any way 
to access to this space within 
the website.

  No further information 
about the topic, just state-
ment of support and donation.

  No long term plan or details 
about how the will help

  After the event or the lim-
ited edition is over, the topic 
almost disappears and loses 
relevance in all their commu-
nication channels.

  The topic is only mentioned 
while selling a product.

Image: Taken from fabletics.de
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Level 3 Brand background

Not woke washing:

  Fabletics finished their con-
tract with the influencer and 
YouTuber Myka Stauffer after 
a child abuse scandal (Dodg-
son n.d.)

  Fabletics donated for Covid 
relief.

Woke washing:

  They have received criti-
cisms regarding their mem-
bership payments.

Image: Taken from insider.com
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Reflections

  The brand shows in general 
good intentions and a coher-
ent communication with their 
customers.

  They make efforts to em-
power women and to be inclu-
sive with their models.

  They fall into ambiguity. They 
don’t go deep into the topics  
(don’t even share general infor-
mation).

  Because this topics are so 
ephemeral, brands have to do 
quick campaigns to be relevant 
when they are trendy.

  They only mention the topics 
when they are relevant or 
trending.

  They do donations apart of 
the statement.

  They use one of the topic as 
a tactic to sell a product.

  It is clear that their final 
purpose is to sell, they don’t do 
any harm, but if a brand is going 
to talk about a topic or make 
a statement it is necessary to 
have a space to share relevant 
information about it.

  They trivialize the pride 
month.

  Expecting profit is not 
inherently wrong but for social 
topics is necessary to inform, 
act, and generate spaces to 
inform about them.

  They only really support by 
donating.



94

Monki
Woman Fashion

Images: taken from the Instagram account @Monki
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  Monki is brand for young and alternative women
  Monki is part of the H&M Group and has its head office in Stock-

holm, Sweden.
  It has a diverse style, inclusive and they make different type of 

statements around empowering women.

 @ monki    l     https://www.monki.com/de_de/index.html

734k
followers 

on Instagram

7,945
Followers on 

twitter

231.980
likes 

on Facebook

Notes:

  Posts with Reflection and questioning.
  Sharing of manifesto and statements.
  Interesting way of interaction between product and  issues
  They associate their manifesto content with new clothing 

collections.
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BLACK LIVES MATTER

Monki expressed support for the BLM movement in their social 
media platforms. In their post they support the movement and 
community, they promise to donate to relevant organizations 
such as @naacp_ldf, @colorofchange and @aclu_nationwide. 
They also shared information on how to avoid racism, they en-
courage people to listen and support the movement and shared 
a long term plan to support the issue and to make changes in-
side the company. They also have a space in their stories where 
they share the institutions they support and more encouraging 
information.

Support

Trend movement.
Statement in social media channels.
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Level 1 Campaign

Not woke washing:

   They share relevant tips 
and information to encourage 
people to participate in the 
social movement.

   They present a long term 
plan of action and mention 
additional actions that they 
will implement inside the 
company.

   They guide customer to 
how they can support the 
movement themselves.

   Clear statement in support 
the movement.

   The promote relevant 
activist organizations and en-
courage customers to support 
them. 

   They encourage people to 
join the cause and share expe-
riences and work together.

   The topic has their own 
space and independent from 
the products the brand sells.

Woke washing:

  They don’t give further 
information about donation 
process  and details.

Images: taken from the Instagram account @Monki
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Level 2 Campaign & Brand

Not woke washing:

  History of showing diversity 
in models in all their communi-
cation channels.

  They open spaces on their 
Instagram stories to share 
voices about the movement.

  In the website they have a 
space designated for discuss-
ing social concerns.

  They have a history of  
discussing related informa-
tion about other social issues 
inside the women context.

  They are critical and real 
with how they manage the 
topic.

  They maintain a congruent 
style and information in all 
their channels.

Woke washing:

  This year is the first one 
they talk about BLM.

  No further interaction 
with relevant institutes and 
activists.

  No further information or 
space for people to discuss.

Image: Taken from monki.com
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Empower Women

In their 10 year anniversary Monki released the “Monki Mani-
festo”. A space in their website where they discuss issues that 
young women face nowadays. These statements mostly relate to 
women empowerment relation and talk about several different 
topics like periods, body hair, cyber bullying, masturbation, love 
and sisterhood. This space also links with their social media 
channels and have advertising interaction too. In this space they 
also discuss other related topics, collaborations with models, 
influencers and activists, and even promotion of their collec-
tions that are inspired on this social issues.

Brand purpose / support

Statements and information about the brand values 
in social media channels.
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Level 1 Campaign

Not woke washing:

  The communication is 
coherent with the issues they 
discuss.

  They answer some of the 
questions that the users have 
about the issues.

  Clear statement in support 
the movement.

   They share links with more 
information about the issues.

   They have a constant no 
filter campaign in their posts ( 
coherent with the values they 
share).

Woke washing:

  Constant selling communi-
cation, some of the issues and 
stances are only published on 
relevant days.

   Sometimes the support 
is conditioned to buying a 
product.

  Not a lot of discussion 
about the issue within the ads 
and posts.

   No further information 
about issue in the ad.

Images: taken from the Instagram account @Monki



101101

Level 2 Campaign & Brand

Not woke washing:

  The communication is 
coherent with the issues 
they discuss in all their social 
channels.

  Social conversation has its 
own the website with further 
information.

  The brand shows a long 
term intention with their mani-
festo and is constantly sharing 
up to date information.

  They evidence multiple 
collaborations, donation cam-
paigns, and talks with activist, 
personal statements, tips and 
information about the many 
social topics.

  They take the social con-
cerns and use them as an 
inspiration to develop their 
brand and their products.

  This space is easily acces-
sible from the main website. 

Woke washing:

   The topic that sell more 
products are the ones that 
tend to have more information 
and discussion.

   The topics are usually 
only discussed when they are 
trending.
·    They don’t offer any infor-
mation on how to donate.

Image: Taken from monki.com
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Level 3 Brand background

Not woke washing:

   They also have a campaign 
about circle sustainability 
clothes production. Looking 
for a more sustainable way of 
fashion.

  They show support and 
publish information about 
COVID19.

Woke washing:

  They have received com-
plaints about racisms within 
the company and high up 
management.

  It is still a fast fashion 
company.  

   There are news about 
exploitation of black wom-
en workers at their parent 
clothing factory ( H&M group) 
(Abdulla 2019).

Image: Taken from just-style.com
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Reflections

    As they empower wom-
en they should also open up 
discussion about the issue of 
clothe sizing and how one size 
does not fit all. Interesting 
topic of selling, it was the issue 
first or the product?

    They show a good example 
of brand purpose without ev-
erything being a campaign.

    They have a good way of 
creating networking with peo-
ple inside the topics.

    The essence of the brand ( 
fast fashion) is still a big issue 
that can’t be ignored.

    The interaction in the com-
ments is also very interesting 
and how they guide their user 
to more information.

    The website space is not 
heavily advertised in social 
media. It is hard to tell if this is 
a positive or negative behavior.

    Is ok that they don’t sell 
themselves as perfect, but 
is interesting that they share 
intentions of capacitation and 
learning inside the company ( 
LGTB+Q  workshops or black life 
matters).



104

As a result of testing the guidelines in the selected brands 
I reach two main conclusions:

The woke wash 
behaviors  

  Labeling a brand is not as simple as saying that 
they are “Woke Washing” or “Not Woke Washing” 
but one should rather look at what I call “Woke Wash 
Behaviors”. Which refers to instances in which a brand 
(whether its intentions are malicious or not) commits 
acts of woke washing during a social media campaign.

  There are not enough discussion spaces available 
that allow people to question what brands are doing 
and the social issues themselves.



105105

Based on my initial research, the analysis of six companies, and 
the guidelines I previously established; I identified six woke 
wash behaviors that represent many of the unethical practices 
of brands in social media interaction.

Sharing ambiguous information about the 
social issue.

Making promises to help without any clear 
actions or long term plan.  

Making empty statements that don’t have any 
relation with the brand values and behavior.

Only showing support when the social issue 
is trending.

Joining social conversation to hide 
unethical behaviors.

Using the social issues to sell products or 
do promotions.

1.

4.

2.

5.

3.

6.
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Design 
Process
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After defining the woke wash behaviors, my aim was to propose 
a solution that would allow people to identify these behaviors 
and at the same time spark discussion and questioning around 
brands and woke washing issues.

My aim with this prototype was to design versatile elements 
that people could use in different media, such as analog and 
digital. I got inspiration from how people intervene on street el-
ements such as traffic signs with stickers and posters, and how 
they express and promote their ideas through graphics others 
can see every day.

“Pay Attention. 
Be Astonished. 
Tell About It.”

Mary Oliver’s instructions for living, The 83-year-old 
Pulitzer Prize-winning poet.

Image:  by Shane Rounce from unsplash.com
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I decided to create a collection of stickers that people can paste 
on advertising and public spaces, but also share them in social 
media with digital images on different platforms. My aim with 
the stickers is to allow people to express their ideas in a graphic 
way. Their purpose is to encourage critical thinking and ques-
tioning of the brands, not only to list woke wash behaviors. 
For this, I used my previously defined woke wash behaviors 
and turned them into more implicit questions and statements. 
I created two packs of stickers which relate to the woke wash 
behaviors and serve to open discussion about the issues. 

Image: Stickers pack 1  ( my design) 

Questions
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The stickers have a fairly minimalistic style to allow for the back-
ground where they are to be pasted to be the center of attention. 
As most advertisement pieces are loaded with colors and shapes, 
the stickers with just lines and black or white background so 
they don’t compete graphically with the ad they are pasted on. In 
order to better comprehend if users of the stickers would be able 
to understand how to use the stickers and the purpose they serve 
I decided to conduct a workshop to test them. With this, I wanted 
to not only test their usability but to see more possible ways to 
share them and encourage others to use them.

Image: Stickers pack 2  ( my design) 

Statements
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 The workshop

For the workshop I decided to use analog and craft techniques 
to test the design elements. The main idea was to ask partic-
ipants to create a collaborative collage of a social issue using 
different elements like magazines, markers, the stickers and 
other elements that promoted discussion.

The objectives of the workshop were:

  To see how the discussion of the topic takes place in 
different times and contexts.

  To see if the concept of  Woke Washing and their 
behaviors were clear for the participants.

  Two evaluate if the tools given to the participants 
were understandable, clear and useful for the tasks.

  To see if the tools promoted discussion and 
questioning.

  To get feedback from the participants on the product. 
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For the elements of the workshop, apart from the stickers, I 
saw the need to create other tools to support the process: 

  A checklist with Woke Wash behaviors where the 
participants related them with the brand campaigns.

  A frame to highlight the most relevant idea from the 
collage with a short conclusion or statement.

  A list of memos to share new ideas the participants 
could possibly have after the workshop.

  I also included other materials like magazines, tape, 
glue, markers, pencils and paper to be used in the 
workshop. 

Images: Tools used in the workshop
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Young millennials are the main target of woke washing, but this 
is still a big and diverse group and many of them don’t even 
care about the behaviors of brands or have social concerns. 
Also the use of social media really varies from person to person 
and not everyone uses it for the same purposes or has the same 
interest. Woke washing is a topic that not everyone follows or 
knows about. So taking this into consideration, for the work-
shop I invited people that have a general interest in this social 
trendy issues, know about them, have a stance and are millen-
nial but belong to the younger group which means people born 
between 1990 - 2000.

The participants  are from different nationalities, from Malay-
sia, Ecuador, Peru, Colombia, Syria and Lebanon. Woke washing 
takes place in an international context so I think it’s important 
to have a diverse group of people to get a decently accurate 
portrayal of many points of view.

Participants

Image: workshop participants
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The workshop lasted around 2 hours and had 6 participants 
that were equally separated into 2 groups. 

First I gave a short introduction about the activity, the topic 
(Woke Washing) and the goals of the workshop.

Then I divided the workshop in 5 parts:

Development 

  Definition: 
The participants were assigned into groups, and each 
group was assigned with a topic. in both cases the 
Pride. Each group had magazines, tape, pens and mark-
ers had to create a collaborative collage expressing 
their point of view about the topic. 

Image: Tools used in the workshop
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  Questioning:
After making the collage, each group was assigned with 
an advertising campaign about Pride (Group one: Diesel 
and Group 2: Puma), and had the task to research in 
social media about the campaign and the brand and lat-
er write in a paper with the collage some impressions 
about the content they found. 

I then gave the groups the first pack of stickers with the 
questions and asked them to paste in the collage the 
stickers that they found directly related to the brand 
behavior. Then I gave them a second pack of stickers 
and asked them to do the same. Finally with a small 
explanation I gave each group a checklist with all the 
Woke wash behaviors and asked them to select which 
ones they consider the brand was doing. 

  Break

  Discussion / Reflection
After the identification process, the participants had to 
use the conclusion frame to highlight in the collage the 
most important idea they had and to share it with the 
other participants. After some discussion and feedback 
I gave each group a list of memos. Every participant was 
asked to write ideas they got from the workshop that 
they had never thought about.

  Feedback 
I also designed 2 feedback cards. The first one was a 
chart to evaluate the tools used in the workshop and 
determine how clear or unclear and how useful or not 
useful they were. The second one was a short survey 
asking the participants if their perception of the top-
ic (Pride) changed, if the relationship between woke 
washing and the tools was clear, and finally if they 
would use the workshop’s tools in social media.
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Images: Photos of the workshop
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Images: Photos of the workshop
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The workshop achieved the general objectives and positive 
results.  

Results 

  There was a really strong process of discussion. 
From the beginning, while making the collage, the par-
ticipants started to discuss the topic and to share their 
different ideas and points of view.

  The participants quickly understood the concepts of 
woke washing and related them immediately with the 
topic and the brand’s behaviors. 

  The participants liked the aesthetic of the tools 
(stickers and cards) and they were able to use them 
easily in the context and make relations and different 
interpretations inside the Woke Wash topic. 

Image: Collage made by group 1 in workshop 
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According to what the participant wrote in the feedback cards, 
they generally saw the stickers as a clear and useful tool to talk 
about brand behaviors. However, the other design elements like 
the memos or the conclusion frame had mixed results; some of 
the participants saw them as really useful and clear and others 
not as much. 

Even though the tools received positive feedback, the partic-
ipants couldn’t imagine using them in other platforms like 
digital media.   

Feedback results

  The tools helped increase the discussion of the 
topic and everyone had different interpretations of the 
stickers and came up with different ways of using them 
in the collage. Some participants were more interested 
after seeing the different interpretations and expanded 
their ideas which enriched the discussion. 

Image: Feedback cards
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The participants had difficulties to research the brand and 
make statements before the Woke Wash behaviors were pre-
sented to them.

The collage idea enriched the discussion process and partici-
pants felt really comfortable to have an activity with crafts

Some of the tasks had to be explained multiple times because 
there were difficulties in the communication. Both groups 
understood the task differently which led to some confusion 
between them while presenting their results.

The interpretations of the stickers had a lot of diversity, and a 
few of the participants didn’t agree with some of the statements 
on the stickers. However, this situation made participants 
reinterpret the meaning of the sticker to express their opinions 
which led to interesting results. 

Observations

Image: Collage made by group 2 in workshop 
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Images: Feedback cards filled by participants
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The prototype- Woke App

Even though the workshop had positive outcomes and the idea 
of the stickers had good feedback, there wasn’t a real direct 
relation between the workshop and social media and digital 
platforms. One of the problems remains to connect the tools in 
a digital context, and create the same discussion and question-
ing that happened in the workshop in social media. 

That is why as a final proposal I decided to create the first 
version of a prototype app that include the characteristics that 
make the workshop successful (in terms of discussion) and 
the tools developed before.
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Another of the conclusions from the theoretical framework 
is that millennials interact a lot with their phones, and it’s 
their first tool to communicate with others. With an app it 
is possible to share all the information about Woke Washing 
and the design tools in an easy way where users can have the 
same process of the workshop but from their cell phone. An 
app also allows users to directly connect with the main social 
media platforms related to woke washing like Instagram. 

Why an App? 

Image: mockup representing the app’s menu
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Woke App

Woke app is an app to create collages with Instagram posts in 
order to connect information about social issues and express 
points of view. This app is also directly connected with your 
Instagram account so the users can share what they do in the 
Woke App on Instagram and on the other way around. 

Images: mockup representing some tools of the app
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When the users open the app, they can directly connect it with 
their Instagram account, an access to all the spaces the App has. 
These spaces are in a general menu and are highlighted with dif-
ferent colors.

Manifesto: 
In this space the users can find a short explanation of woke wash-
ing from my point of view, what it is, why brands are doing it and 
other smaller topics.

Images: representing app functionality

Images: representing app functionality
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Woke Wash Behaviors: 
In this space there is a list of the woke wash behaviors, the users 
have the possibility to add more behaviors if they want.

Collage club: 
The idea of collage was really useful to create interaction between partic-
ipants. For this reason, the app has a space where users can join college 
events where they can discuss many topics and subscribe for the new ones, 
incentivizing a community of users that are interested in the issues and want 
to discuss them. Users can also download the pack of stickers or the com-
plete kit with the other tools to either print them or use them digitally.

Images: representing app functionality

Images: representing app functionality
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Images: representing app functionality
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Topics:
In this space users can create collages with images, figures, posts 
from Instagram, the stickers and the others design tools. The idea 
is that the users can create many boards with the topic they want, 
and share their collages directly on Instagram.

Images: representing app functionality
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Finally, inside the Instagram App, the users can also use the Woke 
App tools (Stickers and design elements) inside stories and save 
posts in other categories

Images: representing app functionality
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Note:

The prototype is still in the first stage of develop-
ment, and it might change depending on new user 
experience feedback, Instagram permissions and 
software development. 
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Conclusions
5
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  Woke washing encompasses three really complex topics; 
Marketing / Branding, social issues and social media which 
makes it a very diverse and subjective topic. It has so many 
different points of view and contexts that it often becomes hard 
to manage and analyze. This makes me realize that even if I 
managed to understand and describe some of the issues with 
woke washing there is still plenty of room for further research.

  In today’s socio-political climate where brands are constantly 
questioned and criticized for what they do, it is still important 
to promote the ideas of change and acceptance. This means 
that we should allow for spaces where it’s possible for brands 
to question themselves and change accordingly. This becomes 
even more important when social topics are considered, as they 
affect most of us either directly or indirectly it becomes essen-
tial to question, discuss and encourage brands (and people) to 
change their opinions and more actively join social conversa-
tion.

  Brands are constantly studying their users’ behaviors, they 
will always be interested in possible ways to reach consumers. 
If users are aware of this and are critical about social issues in 
social media, brands could use this information to try and bet-
ter their own behavior in order to reach their customers.  We 
can’t exclude brands from the social conversation, but rather 
encourage them to participate in meaningful ways, because 
ultimately, they can also serve to spread awareness, create proj-
ects that really reach people and have a positive impact in their 
communities.

  Nowadays, being neutral towards social issues is no longer 
enough. We must start actively making changes, being aware 
of what is happening around us and taking a stand to help and 
improve the circumstances of our communities. We don’t nec-
essarily have to be activists in social media, but the least we can 
do is think critically and promote real change in our world.
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  Being able to identify woke washing is the first step to active-
ly avoid its consequences. If users want to support vulnerable 
communities that are exploited by brands, they must first be 
capable of identifying which brands are doing it and how they 
are doing it so they can demand them to change. 

My research took place within the context of social media, 
however woke washing is a diverse topic that can be analyzed 
from as many different perspectives; be it marketing, man-
agement, social injustice or any other. Hopefully if the topic 
garners more attention, generates more discussion and has 
a bigger impact, then more brands might start making the 
correct decisions in terms of activism. But for this to happen, 
brands have to change from inside, nothing will change if they 
still try to hide their unethical behaviors, or if the company 
culture remains toxic and production practices are exploit-
ative. It is on the hands of consumers to demand brands to 
change, and it is in the hands of designers to lead this change. 
Designers can provide everyone with the tools to approach 
problems in alternative ways; new ways of working, new 
systems of production and new ways to solve social issues are 
concerns that design can tackle. More importantly designers 
have the tools to approach issues with no clear solution and 
deal with issues that concern not only companies but more 
importantly humans.

Future Possibilities 
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